Some teachers, however, find the textbook insufficient or impossible and supplement or replace it with several texts and a few source books kept on a "reserve shelf" behind the circulation desk.
Here the student finds a chapter assigned in each volume and reads it under the pressure of time and confusion in the so-called reading room. The usual story of book use in this procedure is that each volume has a score of well-thumbed and dirty pages, the rest of the book remaining virgin. This is the favorite method of the social sciences. But the instructors must not fool themselves. Reports from my own librarian tell me that 16 per cent of all the books kept on reserve this year were not used at all by students and that 51 per cent were used less than five times in the year. What has been gained by keeping these books on reserve to compensate for the loss of taking them from the stacks? The reserve-shelf method often requires the purchase of several duplicate copies of books only partly used. Dr. Munthe points out that European libraries would never make such purchases. The unsatisfactoriness of the reserved book arrangements in most colleges is agreed to by students, librarians and instructors alike.
The brief periods for which the books may be used, the necessity for many duplicates, the waste involved when reading lists are changed, the large number of volumes tied up which are not used, the crowded, noisy and restless condition of the reserved book reading room, and the tendency of students never to go beyond the books given this special handling, are all causes of complaint. To conclude this study, we shall quote from some of the more interesting comments received through correspondence.
Concerning the matter of reporting on use of reserve books to the faculty, Dr.
Felix E. Hirsch, professor of history and librarian, Bard College, states:
I talk the matter over with individual faculty members and use my annual report and occasional circular letters for further discouraging excessive use of reserved books which is contrary to our educational principle (of individualized education).
I might add here that I have fought a losing battle against reserved books. In my earlier days here we had very few of them and at some times I thought I could completely get rid of them, since I believe that in a college with 300 students and 60,000 volumes, under a system of individualized instruction, there is hardly much if any need for reserved books. However, my faculty colleagues proved me wrong and since the end of the war we have been suffering from a reserved book problem which has grown up year by year in spite of all my efforts to the contrary. Probably little can be done about it at the moment, but I hope, as we will have a stabilized faculty eventually again which will be fully familiar with our teaching methods; that the flood of reserved books will recede, as it should.
In speaking of the periodic reports sent to the faculty, David A. Jonah, librarian, Brown University Library, writes that the reaction:
Varies from one faculty member to another. In some cases lists have been cut as much as two-thirds. A year ago when we furnished reports on reserve book use to the faculty, we also sent a letter saying we were not putting on reserve for the coming year books that circulated less than five times. This resulted in about a 50 per cent reduction in desk reserve books for 1947/48. This was not repeated for 1948/49 and it is too early to know whether or not the number going on reserve is increasing.
We would prefer to see reserve books and reserve book rooms done away with and the students either (1) required to buy required reading books or else (2) obtain them on a semester rental basis, preferably through the University bookstore. Or a combination of (1) I fear that we do not have any practices with respect to the use of reserve books that will be of special interest to you. We do have books on reserve shelves in a number of our libraries.
Our practice does not, I believe, vary a great deal from that used in most colleges. Perhaps the greatest advantage of our plan over most situations with which I happen to be familiar comes from the fact that our libraries are located adjacent to the offices and classrooms of our respective divisions. This makes it possible for students and faculty together to work with reserve books when this procedure is desirable.
Eileen Thornton, librarian, Vassar College, makes the following analysis of the current reserve book situation there:
You may remember that Branscomb 12 was very enthusiastic about our reserve system. He was here, of course, many years ago when the library was not so crowded and when teaching and learning were not under such terrific pressure. The system may well have worked well years ago. I do not believe it does today, and I would like very much to change it. We do not have a reserve room. Reserve books are put on regular shelves all over the building.
Most of the time these books are set up in little groups, but sometimes they are left in their regular places according to call number.
We may have a separate shelf for each course in the catalogue for which reserve books are used. The theory 11 Op. cit., (Continued on page 136) has always been that this keeps reserve books close to the other material on the subject. This great faith in the classification scheme astounds me, and even if it were true that the reserve shelf actually lands in the midst of all the other important literature on the subject, I would still feel that this has no particular merit as the students do not have time to shuttle back and forth from reserve books to other books in the course of the day's reading.
Last year approximately 10,000 volumes were on reserve during the year.
Like many other librarians, I view the reserve system with a jaundiced eye. In many cases, all that is established is an anthology which does not seem very far from a textbook to me. As our entire library is open shelf, we have no way of knowing how much individual books are used.
I am willing to bet, however, that 50 per cent of the books would have served their purposes better from the regular shelves. Pressure does build up for a relatively small number of books and the control of these is extremely difficult. We cannot know about this pressure until the book has been stolen or hidden.
While I hate to revert to the old type of closed reserves, I do wish we could centralize our reserves on open shelves and establish a simple charging system for use in the building as well as for use overnight. 13
